REVIEWS
I instantly gravitated to the title and subject matter of this book on the history and intrigue of diagnostic virology, as one might to a new crime novel from a favorite author. Here, beloved topics of viruses, disease and the tools used to dissect their secrets would come together. As a professor of undergraduate students of microbiology, virology, and immunology, I was eager to find the stories that would draw my students into the detective-like narrative of the field.
The book itself arose out of a desire to preserve the stories of the dedication, challenges, and perseverance of the generations of virologists who have gone before. The authors, John Booss, a viral immunologist, and Marilyn August, a clinical diagnostic virologist, both have deep roots in diagnostic virology from their time in the lab of the late Gueh-Djen Hsiung, to whom the book is dedicated.
The history of virology from its early origins to the present is well represented. The book provides a thorough listing of important dates, discoveries, setbacks, and changes in conceptual understandings. Further, the authors are carefully mindful of the connections between the scientific pedigrees and co-location of the various historical figures.
Organized by historical period, each chapter also follows a theme of the major conceptual breakthroughs. For example, Chapter 2 covers the early history of the animal model systems, and the sometimes serendipitous choice of animal. Each chapter is neatly woven into the framework of the previous chapters while adding new tools of the trade and new understandings to the field as a whole. Disease outbreaks of either medical or economic significance which drove the discoveries are included to give context to the scientific history. The history of the field is thus presented as a cohesive and comprehensive whole.
While the history of the field is precisely laid out, the book lacks details of the signs, symptoms, and pathogenesis of viral diseases. The sense of the importance of each of the hard-won insights and breakthroughs seemed lost in the listing of the dates and names of the scientists. Perhaps I was seeking tales untold, along with a deeper understanding of the epidemics as they occurred. A sense of the scientists themselves and what drove them to persist, the humanity of the tale, was not included. Today's students have never seen someone with small pox or even chicken pox. For them, I sought an eloquent and accurate narrative of life during the times of these diseases. The book provided this narrative for a few viruses such as rabies but not for others.
The language of the text is appropriate for someone with a firm grasp of terminology in the fields of microbiology, virology, immunology, and cellular biology. Few techniques, cell or tissue structures, or pathogenic terms are explained. Therefore, I could only recommend the use of this book for an upper-level course for either biomedical students or for graduate students in a veterinary virology course discussing the history of the scientific field. Reading of specific chapters, and the book as a whole, would be useful to generate a discussion of how far the field has developed, and how one can go about studying something of which little is known. The book illustrates well the length of time, and the importance of discoveries in tangential fields, needed to progress to the next big virology breakthrough. After having completed the book, students could discuss where they think the field is headed next, where the next big questions are, and most importantly, how they will be a part of the future of this enchanting field.
